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Abstract 
In this paper I will elaborate on the characteristics of a Dutch 
fashion identity, and the role of (fashion) media in its construction.  National 
identities are defined by a selection of memories, mythologies, traditions and 
rituals and a matching set of symbols, which give a sense of national 
belonging and identification. On a daily basis, this national identity is 
sustained through fashion. It is reproduced and commodified not only in 
branding philosophies and iconographies, but also in the textual and visual 
rhetoric of fashion magazines.1 
Until the 1960s, Dutch fashion designers obeyed fashion as dictated 
by their Parisian colleagues. The Dutch designers translated these fashions 
into slightly different clothes, which were thought to be more appropriate for 
the Dutch woman. The designers were seen as intermediaries, following on 
the one hand the directions of Paris, and on the other the Dutch 
‘psychological and geographical climate’.2 When Dutch fashion magazines 
from the first half of the twentieth century describe these alterations, the 
keywords are ‘sober’, ‘functional’ and ‘rational’.  
Identical characteristics are used by architects and industrial 
designers to describe the Dutch idea of good design. This is quite remarkable 
because, until the 1980s, designers and architects did not consider fashion 
design to be on par with their own trade and were, to say the least, reluctant 
about any comparisons.  
Through a historical overview of these debates, I will show which 
characteristics of Dutch fashion have been selected by the fashion media and 
design elite. The debates will give insight into the construction of the national 
mentality towards fashion. I will substantiate the claim that the Dutch have a 
negative attitude towards ostentation, while they endorse characteristics such 
as soberness, functionality and rationality. 
 
Key Words: Dutch fashion, national identity, national imaginary, fashion 
magazine.  
***** 
 
1.  Introduction 
National identities are defined by a selection of memories, 
mythologies, traditions and rituals and a matching set of symbols, which give 
a sense of national belonging and identification. Following Alice Goodrum in 
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her book The National Fabric:Fashion, Britishness, Globalization (2005) this 
national identity is sustained through fashion, on a daily basis. It is 
reproduced and commodified not only in branding philosophies and 
iconographies, but also in the textual and visual rhetoric of fashion 
magazines.3 This fashion rhetoric is part of a discourse – a set of statements, 
texts and images which, although very different in nature, together define a 
particular domain4  – in this case the Dutch fashion domain. This Dutch 
fashion discourse does not only reproduce the Dutch fashion identity, but also 
plays an active role in the construction of this identity. In other words, 
fashion magazines do not only reproduce our ideas on Dutch fashion, but at 
the same time shape our ideas as well. 
In this paper I will elaborate on the characteristics of a Dutch 
fashion identity, and the role of (fashion) media in its construction. I will 
focus on the narrative of a distinctive Dutch fashion mentality, characterised 
by a negative attitude towards ostentation, while having a positive attitude 
towards soberness, functionality and rationality. While I acknowledge that 
fashion is an international phenomenon, the thesis of my research is that there 
is a distinct Dutch fashion mentality, which influences the way in which the 
Dutch respond to the international fashions as set out by the fashion capitals; 
Paris, Milan, London and New York.  
 
2.  A Dutch fashion mentality: shared memories 
Before I will zoom in at the second half of the twentieth century, I 
will sketch the image that the Dutch have of their forefathers and their 
attitude towards fashion; in other words, the memories that shape the national 
fashion identity.  
In 1941, Christine Frowein published a book titled: Four Centuries 
of Clothing in the Netherlands.5 According to the author clothing is always – 
to certain extend– the reflection of cultural ideals from a period. The 
psychological mindset of the Dutch woman is the central theme for the 
author’s description of the fashions in the Netherlands in the sixteenth, 
seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
The book does not meet any of the academic standards we apply 
nowadays and is a prime example of the hopelessly dated and hair-raising 
fashion history, which we as contemporary fashion theorists try to reform. 
However, it is a clear example of the narrative of a Dutch fashion mentality, 
because it maintains the clichés without reserve, and it is these clichés that 
form the backbone of national identity. 
According to Frowein, the Dutch woman and her way of dealing 
with fashion does not change during the four centuries of clothing that she 
describes. An innate and never changing attitude towards fashion is the 
central theme in her book. But what are the characteristics of this attitude? 
When Frowein describes a 16th century woman, who is visiting an annual fair 
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and is fascinated by an exotic haberdashery stall, we see the first connection 
between national character and fashion:  
 
There is a woman who hesitates long before she makes a 
choice. She is dressed in the current fashion, in subdued 
dark shades, which suit the Dutch woman so well, 
appropriated to her practical sense and domestic activities.6  
 
We see a woman dressed in subdued dark shades, or in other words, 
sober colours. These colours are linked to the disposition of a Dutch woman; 
hard working, practical and making deliberate fashion choices. In the 
characterisation of 17th century women and men and their way of dressing, 
basically, the same traits are stressed: 
 
The clothing of both men and the women tend towards a 
burgher simplicity. (...) The whole silhouette is tight with 
little movement. The line from jacket to pants is straight, 
without any imagination. A costume for a noble, somewhat 
austere character, without many requirements on skill and 
flamboyance. For the tough and often wilful ancestors from 
the 17th century, sons of a maritime nation, with a rigid 
posture, and for the dignified regents, this dress was very 
appropriate.7 
 
The Burgher simplicity of these clothes, characterised by straight 
and pure shapes, are related to the nature of the wearer. These Dutchmen are 
said to be noble, tough, wilful and austere, without a need for flamboyance.  
During the second half of 17th century the first Pandora doll is send 
from France to the Netherlands, to inform them on the latest Paris fashion. 
The Dutch woman’s reaction to this novelty was, according to Frowein: 
 
Although, the Dutch woman's innate critical sense to 
everything new and unusual was retained, she still adapted 
many of the French fashions, but without losing or denying 
her own character, which always strove for simplicity and 
cleanliness. Furthermore, the Dutch climate doesn’t lend 
itself for accepting everything e.g.: the low necklines, or 
the thin materials.8  
 
Yet, again we see a woman making a well-thought-out choice about 
her clothing, and not slavishly following the latest whims of fashion - just 
like the woman of the sixteenth century. The Dutch woman of the second half 
of the seventeenth century also chooses according to her nature, which is 
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described as a striving for simplicity and cleanliness; the burgher simplicity 
we have already seen in the description of the first half of the century. In 
addition to cleanliness and simplicity, the Dutchwoman also chooses the 
practical over fashion, by not accepting the unpractical necklines and 
materials.  
During the eighteenth century, the French court set the fashion in 
Europe, and, thus, also in the Netherlands. As a result, the chapters on the 
18th century elaborate on the difference between the French woman and the 
Dutch woman. The French woman’s disposition is thought to be more geared 
towards coquettishness, going out and looks, contrary to the preference of the 
Dutch woman for a burgher, domestically lifestyle. This main view is tied 
together in the following quote: 
 
Since the Dutch woman was moderate, and very critical 
against to much ostentation, she kept her clothing from all 
excesses. In her serene spirit, family, marriage and religion 
kept her more balanced than the French woman, who 
looked for sensations and influences from the outside 
world, and wanted to express her changed state of mind 
through her dress, in a radical way. The Dutch woman has 
therefore, never followed the (…) fashions to such a great 
extent  (…) 9 
 
The image of the Dutch woman in this quote is again modest, with a 
preference for domestic lifestyle and a negative attitude towards ostentation: 
she never follows the fashions religiously, but looks at it critically and makes 
a rational choice.  The description of the 19th century ads to the above, that 
the Dutch are rather slow in reacting on the ‘fads of fashion’.10 
What becomes clear in these quotes throughout is that there exists a 
narrative on the way in which the Dutch - in this case especially the Dutch 
woman - deal with fashion: dressing practically, being moderate and having a 
preference for muted colours, straight lines and simplicity. This all is linked 
to a critical attitude towards everything new and unusual, which prevents her 
from slavishly following the fashions, but make choices appropriated to her 
own nature. In short, the Dutch have a negative attitude towards ostentation, 
while they endorse a positive attitude towards soberness, functionality and 
rationality. 
 
3. The Netherlands vs. Paris: reliability durability and frugality vs. 
excessive and wasteful luxury. 
As can be seen there exists a narrative on the Dutch and their way of 
dealing with fashion in the past, but what about their outlook on fashion in 
the ‘modern’ world?  When we look at the Dutch fashion media from the 
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second half of the twentieth century, we see that they use more or less the 
same narrative to interpret the contemporary international fashions and 
elaborate on them for their audience. 
During the war years in the Netherlands (1940 – 1945), as 
elsewhere, the fashion world stood basically still. Therefore, we will make a 
leap in time from the publication of Frowein in the early days of the war, to 
the first fashion show held by French designers in the Netherlands after the 
Second World War. In a review in the national newspaper de Volkskrant , of 
the 6th of May, 1947, we read: 
 
The choice of the models was somewhat attuned to the taste 
of the Dutch public. Overall, they made a modest 
impression; there was not much extravagance to be found 
here, which characterized many of the Paris shows. (...) 
This fashion show did not fall short of expectations. Not 
only were there many fine things to be seen, but also a 
good lot of wearable pieces. The latter, is were many shows 
often fail.11 
 
In this quote we see that Dutch taste and attitude play a decisive 
role, not only in composing the fashion show, but also in the assessment of 
the show’s quality. The Dutch taste is described as modest and the show is 
great because it lives up to the expectations of the Dutch; not extravagant but 
functional and wearable clothes. So, not only the “historical” Dutchwoman, 
but also the fashion mentality of the woman of twentieth century, fits into the 
narrative of a Dutch fashion mentality. 
In the above we have read that, although the Dutch adapted much 
from the French fashions, their critical sense towards everything new and 
unusual was retained, which kept them from losing or denying their own 
character. This process of adaptation to the Paris fashion dictate, within the 
boundaries of a Dutch mentality is one of the key themes in the fashion 
magazines of the fifties and sixties. The Paris fashions are thought to be too 
eccentric, too daring and too expensive for Dutch standards. And Dutch 
women are urged to take into account their own personality and the Dutch 
‘psychological and geographical climate’.12 Reliability, durability and 
frugality are advocated as virtues that have to be taken into account in their 
choice for wardrobe. A large part of Paris fashion is seen as excessive luxury 
and wasteful.13 Margriet puts it as: ‘As always, between those hundreds and 
hundreds of new designs there were models that are not wearable for a mere 
mortal, or of an exceptionally wasteful, or ugly luxury.’ (1960)14  
The Dutch fashion designers are seen as professional intermediaries 
in this process of adaptation to what Elegance refers to as ‘the famous Dutch 
concepts’. The magazine does not elaborate on these concepts, which lets us 
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assume that this is not necessary, and that they are thought to be self-
explanatory. The readers of the magazine are expected to be familiar with the 
narrative of a Dutch fashion mentality: 
 
It is the Dutch couturiers and fashion houses, who help you 
with this. They form a sort of bridge between you and ,,La 
Grande Mode”. On the one hand, they keep their eyes on 
the requirements and findings of the foreign fashion 
emperors and, on the other, they take into account the 
famous Dutch concepts. From these two elements they 
distil, especially for us, Dutch women, a brew that is 
fashionable, flattering and wearable.15 (1952) 
 
During the fifties and early sixties the Dutch fashion magazines are 
much like manuals, with strict guidelines on how to wear your clothes, in 
keeping with the strong fashion dictate of Paris. Even if following the fashion 
is not possible or desired, within the Dutch mindset, Paris is still greatly 
admired. They still think that the clothing by French designers is superior to 
the clothing designed by the Dutch themselves. The Dutch are convinced that 
‘Paris is simply the birthplace of every new fashion’.16 This somewhat 
contradictive attitude towards fashion becomes clear in the following quote: 
‘In our country, this coat would be impractical, but this does not mean that 
we should not have admiration for the way sleeves and collar are 
incorporated and constructed.’17 In the same review we read: ‘This in our 
eyes impractical coat, is a typical illustration of the preference of Parisian 
designers to forget the sleeve this season.’18 The article praises the clothing, 
but finds the pieces unsuitable for the Dutch woman because they would be 
impractical for use in the Dutch climate. Practicality is one of the central 
themes in the discussions on fashion: 
 
Too bad for Yves Saint-Laurent, who launched the fashion 
of ‘the bulb with a bare stem’ and it is a pity for our bulb 
growers, because we will simply not wear them, these short 
skirts, which flare at the knee! But we would like to clear a 
space for fashionable but wearable novelties, like these 
lovely ensembles in modern colours. 19 (1960) 
 
Although no comment is made on the Dutch woman explicitly, she 
is the addressed reader of the magazine and therefore the woman that is 
referred to with the ‘we’.  The combination with the reference to the ‘national 
hero’ of the bulb grower and the stress on wearable clothes lets us assume 
that this critical attitude towards adapting fashion is seen as typically Dutch.  
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Another recurrent argument that is used to plead for the adaptation 
to the new fashions in a Dutch way, - next to wearability and the Dutch 
climate, is the body shape of the Dutch woman. This is often described as a 
comparison between the elegant Paris mannequins, and the Dutch woman, 
e.g.: 
 
With these models self-criticism is not an unnecessary 
luxury; as elegant as a model may look like on a slender 
mannequin, for the Dutch woman in general, it has a big 
disadvantage. The fact of the manner is, that our bosoms 
are too small (or too large) and our hips are often too wide 
to wear such a design perfectly. (1960) 
 
4. Traditional magazines guide their confused readers 
The youth revolution of the sixties did not only create a distinct 
fashion for the young, but provoked a change in the fashion system as a 
whole. The dictate of the Parisian couturiers loses its strength. And, from 
now on it is the streets where fashion originates. As Avenue magazine 
describes it;  
 
You are the one that creates fashion in the seventies.’ (…) 
They still exist, the couturiers in Paris, London, Rome and 
Amsterdam. But their role has changed. They don’t dictate 
anymore, they give shape to our needs. On every field 
mankind searches for new modes of expression, for more 
individual freedom, (…).  Of course, this is expressed in 
clothing, commandments, rules and regulations are just not 
done anymore. 21 (1970) 
 
While the fashion magazines of the fifties and early sixties were 
much like manuals, with strict guidelines to be followed, the magazines 
slowly started to change the tone of their rhetoric. The critical attitude of the 
Dutch woman towards the international fashion can still be found on the 
pages of the established fashion magazines like Elegance and Margriet. They 
just use a more moderate tone. One of the linguistic techniques used is the 
recurrent question: ‘Do you see you yourself wearing this?’22, which is posed 
as a rhetorical question, because, of course, these fashions are not appropriate 
for the Dutch woman, which they represent. Another recurrent technique to 
show their disapproval, without using a too authoritarian or harsh tone is 
describing them as ‘daft pranks’. These wild fashions are said to be only 
accepted with open arms by the young generation – and thus suitable for 
them, as part of a youthful lapse.23  
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Fashion magazines like Margriet and Elegance assure their readers 
that it is not compulsory for them to dress in such an excessive way as is 
presented on the catwalks in Paris. They paint an image of women who are 
utterly confused by the many different and conflicting views of the couturiers 
and the catwalk gimmicks. The magazines guide them in their adaptation of 
the fashions in a more moderate version: 
 
It does not have to be as extreme, it does not have to as 
loose-fitting and it does not have to be as wide! Be 
forewarned. The extreme and extravagant as shown by 
Paris, is to a large extent based on the need to receive as 
much free publicity as possible. 24 (1975) 
 
The strict, disapproving tone of the early sixties and the ridicule 
prevailing during the second half of the decade, are slowly being replaced by 
acceptance of the idea short-lived fashion fads. The critical attitude, however, 
is maintained because a fashion whim is only to be chosen in a sensible way:  
 
Quickly evaporating fashion whims, irrelevant variations 
and excesses on the gradual development of fashion, 
already get enough attention. Too much attention even. For 
those that want to follow it - and it could be nice for a 
change, as long as it is without the annoying  'this is fashion 
and therefore it must be worn’ attitude – it is wise to choose 
from the cheaper collections. Those who compose their 
wardrobe in a sensible way, should especially look at the 
top quality collections.25 (1975) 
  
5. Rebellion against the traditional media: A new Avenue? 
While the established fashion magazines are slowly allowing their 
readers to pick up a fashion fad here and there - within the boundaries of 
Dutch common sense -, in 1965 a new magazine titled Avenue is launched.  
The introduction of the first number states: 
 
Before you lays the first issue of a new type of magazine 
for the new type of woman. Avenue is a compliment to 
your good taste, a confirmation of your modern style, a 
clear "no" to the boring patterns of living and thinking of 
the past.26 
 
It is clear that Avenue wants to be different than its predecessors. Its 
format was aimed at a new generation, not based on the women’s realm of 
the household, but on the individual pursuit of happiness. Next to the usual 
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themes like fashion and interior, it also addresses contemporary social issues 
and taboos like sexuality, medical or psychological disorders and the 
changing social and religious conventions. Not only was the content new and 
different, the magazine was also well designed, with central role for 
photography, and printed on high quality paper. A luxurious novelty, 
something completely new for the Dutch mediascape. 27 
Does Avenue leave behind the Dutch notions of soberness, modesty 
and functionality?  The descriptions that accompany the fashion spreads seem 
to rebel against the stiff and strict society of the fifties and stress the ‘good 
life’. The break with the past is not as clear as it is made out to be. Because, 
at the same time, we find during the late sixties not only the DIY knitting and 
sewing patterns, as we were accustomed to, but also a rhetoric on the Dutch 
climate: 
 
In this land of wind and rain vinyl clothing is of course an 
ideal garb. But think not only of the usefulness… This is 
also fashion for your winter sports holiday, for parading 
luxuriously and fashionably in Kitzbühel or Gstaad.28 
(1965) 
 
This rhetoric of the Dutch climate is, however, combined with the 
image of luxury as something as common practice, or at least, as something 
to strive for. In this quote luxury and extravagance is not disapproved nor 
regarded as daft and silly, as it was in the established magazines. 
Avenue thinks of its readers as self-assured and critical individuals. 
Women are not understood as confused by the different fashions and with a 
need to be guided by the magazines. The Avenue reader already has good 
taste, and just has to be informed on what is new, before making their choice. 
This is exactly what the magazine does; Avenue gives relatively factual 
reports on what was to be seen on the international catwalks, instead of and 
explicit guidance on how the readers should or should not adapt. The fashion 
coverage is based around ephemeral themes, and is more about setting an 
atmosphere, than about showing and judging clothes. The fashion pages are 
accompanied by poetical texts, which enhance these atmospheres.  
The lack of guidelines and the poetical tone of the fashion rhetoric 
in Avenue magazine leads to fewer references to a Dutch fashion mentality in 
their fashion reports. This, however, does not mean that the narrative seizes 
to exist. During the 1980’s and 1990’s Avenue runs a regular feature called 
‘Modezaken’, which in Dutch can refer to fashion stores, or to matters of 
fashion. This column is an advertorial in which the leading Dutch fashion 
stores are discussed. Not only the collection and store interior is discussed, 
there are also often references towards the Dutch fashion scene and 
customers. It is here that we find the Dutch fashion narrative. It is, however, 
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used within the narrative of the magazine itself, which sets its readers against 
‘the average Dutchman’. This archetype is described as: ‘(…) the average 
Dutchman, who only starts to follow a fashion fad, when everybody is 
already wearing it (…).’  This type of customer is not the customer of the 
shops described, nor the reader of Avenue. This average Dutch person is 
conservative in their fashion choices and also frugal. We read that: ‘the 
average Dutchman is not willing to spend money on things you do not see. 
And since shoes remain for the greater part under the table, they are of 
secondary importance.’ 30 Or : ‘The ladies handbag is generally the piece to 
balance the Dutch budget. (...) I [the journalist] doubt – sparingly Dutch - 
between a ‘pencilbag’ and ‘smackingbag’ ... or I will just get both ...?’31.  At 
the same time, however, the average Dutchman, seems to have already come 
a long way: 
 
‘As far as suits are concerned, Hilton is pretty much the top 
for us. Brands like Canali, Brioni or Kiton do not sell in the 
Netherlands’, said Prakken. ‘The Dutch find these too 
expensive. Yet, fashionwise much has changed, and in a 
very fast pace, in the Netherlands. Fifteen years ago I 
worked in Germany. When I visited the fair in Florence, 
there was maybe one Dutchman who would buy a hand full 
of stuff. And an Italian quietly asked: ‘Do there actually 
live people in the Netherlands ... 32 (1990) 
 
The image that Avenue sketches of the Dutch is one of the ‘average 
Dutchman’, that still follows the virtues of reliability, durability and frugality, 
as they were, and in lesser extent still are, advocated by the established 
magazines. This is, however, not a principle that Avenue would advocate for, 
this magazine rages against these virtues, they did this in the sixties, but we 
still see it in the nineties. They see themselves more as cosmopolitans, with 
an international outlook on fashion and life itself. 
 
6.  Emancipation: the Netherlands as a fashion country 
What is striking is from the second half of the eighties onwards, 
Dutch fashion designs are steadily more and more depicted in the fashion 
shoots. This mirrors a change in the way the Dutch regard fashion from their 
country. From the sixties onwards we see a gradual emancipation of Dutch 
fashion, something that really picks up at the end of the eighties and takes a 
big leap forward during the nineties. A new idea comes into existence that 
first of all Dutch fashion can compete at an international level, but also that 
there is something inherently different and unique to Dutch fashion. In this 
idea of a national fashion style the same traits of modesty, soberness and 
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functionality, that characterise the narrative of a Dutch fashion mentality, 
play a determining role.  
We have already seen that Dutch fashion designers are seen as 
intermediaries, which help the Dutch to adapt to the Parisian fashions while 
maintaining their own identity. Although they design their own collections, 
their inspiration comes from Paris and the public regards the clothing by 
French designers as superior to the clothing designed by the Dutch 
themselves. The Dutch are convinced that ‘Paris is simply the birthplace of 
every new fashion’.33 And the same goes for a lot of other fashion products. 
In Margriet no. 23 of 1960 (May), the following is stated: 
 
We Dutch have unfortunately still the strange 
inclination to think of everything coming from abroad as 
better, nicer or more elegant. For a gown made in 
Amsterdam, but with a label in French we are readily 
willing to pay much more. Shoes with the magic word 
Italia, ,,fit" better, even though they were made in Brabant. 
Woolen fabrics from Tilburg, if they are marketed as 
English, sell more quickly, and countless other examples 
could be named.34 
 
What we see here is that there are certain countries, which have 
established an aura of superiority, the French for their fashion designs, the 
Italian for their shoes, and the English for their knitwear. At the same time, 
this article disapproves of this preference for foreign products. Its main theme 
is a project to advertise the qualities of the Dutch cotton industry, through a 
collection by a renowned Dutch couturier Dick Holthaus. The fabrics are said 
to be of an ‘international fashion level’ and – when processed in a modest 
way – to give your wardrobe ‘unique chic-ness’. Not only is the ‘Dutch’ 
value of modesty advised, but an emancipation of the Dutch fashion- and 
textile industry is also advocated.  
In the sixties and seventies it is the traditional couturiers following 
the Paris trends at large whose work is said to be on an international level. 
Holthaus is praised for his export to the U.S., where he designs collections 
for Lord  and Taylor and Bonwitt Teller, ‘signalling international 
recognition.35’Although the couturiers themselves - and sometimes the 
fashion magazines-  try to convince the public that their clothing is not 
inferior any longer to that of Paris, in reality, the public still prefers couture 
from abroad. Even ten years later Elegance informs us: 
  
Dutch couturiers, visiting Paris to jumpstart their 
inspiration is a normal state of affairs. It is highly 
remarkable, however, for Parisian designers to come to the 
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Netherlands in order to see design with which a Dutch 
colleague succeeds to attract international attention.36  
 
During the second half of the eighties more or less the same 
traditional couturier’s collections are being reviewed. Especially Elegance 
magazine promotes them, which in addition to reviews also organises special 
couture shows for its readers. The magazine informs its readers that the 
Dutch couturiers are conquering the hearts of Dutch women and that they 
represent the source of inspiration of a regenerated fashion country.37  
At the same time, however, there is also a new, young generation of 
Dutch fashion designers, a lot of which trained at Dutch art schools. And it is 
this new generation, who stand at the cradle of the new Dutch fashion 
recognition. Elegance refers to this new generation as ‘talents from our own 
soil with international air’.38 Avenue writes in an article on this new 
generation in 1984: 
 
The next generation of designers makes the 
Netherlands more and more into a fashion country. Their 
creativity, coupled with realism, eliminates the traditional, 
burgher mentality that used to nip every fashion 
development in the bud. The very absence of a strong 
fashion tradition makes the climate extremely favourable to 
innovation. The higher level of individualism of ever more 
people, who prefer to distinguish themselves from the 
mass, is an extra incentive for these fashion makers.39 
 
Avenue’s regular feature ‘Modezaken’ reflects this attention to 
Dutch fashion, as we read about more and more stores that specialise in 
Dutch Fashion, and especially the avant-garde style of Dutch fashion of the 
new generation. The ‘average Dutch customer’, however, seems to be still a 
bit reluctant: 
 
However, the collection is daring: creative, 
unorthodox designs of a quality that we, with Dutch 
understatement, refer to as 'non-Dutch'. "The average 
Dutchman will not be interested unless you casually 
mention that illustrious Imps does so well in Japan, or 
Georgette Koning of Pearls Before Swans is going to 
design bags for Mugler," says Tonny. (...) The Dutch 
designs often stand midway between French and English 
fashion: a classic forms the base, to which a generous twist 
is added. 
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From the early nineties onwards the fashion magazines start to use 
and discus the Dutch national identity, a reflection a national discussion on 
what it means to be Dutch in a globalised world. 
With hindsight it seems remarkable that in the early nineties, Dutch 
fashion is not explicitly seen as a medium that expresses this Dutch identity. 
In 1990 Elegance dedicated its July/August issue to the Netherlands.  The 
travel section discusses travelling in the Netherlands, the literary section 
invited fourteen well-known authors to write on the Netherlands and there is 
an essay on the characteristics and peculiarities of the Dutch. Or, what makes 
the Dutch different from the rest of the world population? The fashion section 
consists of two fashion shoots, one being called ‘the pride of Holland’ in 
which the clothing is depicted against a background of typical Dutch 
landscapes, among which are the bulb fields, bridges, the beach and a girl on 
a bike in front of a windmill. The second shoot is called ‘Going Dutch’, 
which in Dutch is a word play on the English saying, which the magazine in 
this case translates into ‘the Dutch way of doing things’. Here we see a young 
couple sitting in a vintage convertible decorated with a floral garland, on their 
way to visit a Dutch see resort. Here we see them at the beach, in a ‘bruin 
café’, which is a typical Dutch bar, and we see the girl sitting on two gigantic 
wooden shoes, which is a standard tourist attraction. At first sight you would 
think it does not get any more Dutch. When we look at the captions, however, 
we see that the clothing that is selected is only partially by Dutch designers.41 
The ‘Dutchness’ of these articles are, in other words, based on the icons of 
the Dutch national identity; tulips, wooden shoes, windmills, bikes etc., and 
not on the fashion itself. Also, the essays in this edition do not refer to 
fashion, nor to Dutch industrial design. 
Avenue also uses the Dutch national imaginary for several of its 
fashion shoots. In October 1990 there is a feature called ‘Fietsbelles’, which 
is a word play on the French ‘bike beauties’ as well as the Dutch ‘bicycle 
bells’. Here we see women cycling around the canals of Amsterdam dressed 
in designer clothes, by international and national brands. One of the spreads 
captions is titled ‘Dutch ride’, and shows a girl in an evening gown at the 
back of a bike which is driven by a boy in a men’s suit.42  
In 1991, Avenue, features a fashion shoot inspired by the traditional 
wear of the province of Zeeland. The introduction reads: 
 
Have you ever seen a contemporary variation on a 
Dutch klepbroek [flaptrousers] or kraplap [neck-shawl]? 
Designers prefer to draw their inspiration from Indian 
sari's, Chinese Mao jackets and Turkish zouave trousers. Or 
is the traditional Dutch costume just not suitable as a 
fashion muse? Avenue's fashion director Frans Ankoné 
thinks it is. With fashion from the new international winter 
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collections he composed outfits based on the traditional 
clothing from Zeeland and crowned it with hats that were 
also inspired by this costume. Maarten Schets immortalized 
the result in a series of seascapes. 43 
 
The images are inspired by traditional Dutch seascapes where the 
fishermen’s wives are waiting at the beach or on the docks for their men to 
return home, characterised by a worried expression on their faces, the wind 
that blows through their hair and fluttering skirts and shawls. The 
international fashions by among others, Romeo Gigli, Yves Saint Laurent and 
Chloé, are adapted to this Dutch visual tradition, in a way that they are 
reminiscent of the Dutch clothing of the seventeenth century – everything is 
in black -; it makes them almost authentically Dutch. 
The same year Avenue also dedicated the styling of one of its 
fashion shoots to the Dutch artist Rembrandt; ‘In the light of Rembrandt’. 
The introduction reads: 
 
Outside, in front of the Amsterdam Rijksmuseum, 
see you jogging suits, faded jeans and worn out sneakers. 
But inside, the walls of this building, where the spectacular 
Rembrandt exhibition will open soon, you behold fine lace, 
glowing velvet and glittering brocade. And these are 
precisely the materials of which the new fashion is made. 
An epic report, after the fashion of Rembrandt’s clair-
obscure.44 
 
The clothing is staged in the Rijksmuseum; in front of the Night 
Watch, in the library and in the Nieuwe Kerk (New Church), in Amsterdam. 
The captions do not only inform us about the clothes, but also tell us about 
the life of Rembrandt.  
 These fashion shoots based around Dutch icons fit well in the 
overall trend, using icons as a theme for depicting the new fashions. For 
example, reports with themes as Bonnie and Clyde and Frida Kahlo. Where 
in the past international themes and surroundings like Russia and India were 
favoured, from the nineties onwards Dutch heritage becomes a fashionable 
theme. 
 
7. A Dutch fashion narrative for the 21st century 
As we have seen the narrative of a Dutch fashion mentality, 
stressing the readers to choose for reliability, durability and frugality in their 
clothing, was – in this format - abandoned, as the fashion magazines stopped 
instructing their readers how to dress. Instead, it became replaced by a 
narrative on ‘the typical Dutchman and at the same time the Dutch national 
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iconography starts to be a source of inspiration for styling the national and 
international fashion. Does that mean that soberness, functionality and 
rationality do not play a role in the fashion rhetoric of Dutch fashion 
magazines anymore? Quite to the contrary, as illustrated realism was the 
main characteristic used by Avenue to describe the new generations of Dutch 
fashion designers in their article of 1984. 
Since the second half of the nineties, fashion magazines as well as 
more serious publications have tried to determine the unique characteristic of 
Dutch fashion. The main reason for this phenomenon was the breakthrough 
Dutch fashion on the international fashion stage.  
In 1994 the Dutch brand Orson & Bodil, debuted on the Paris ready-
to-wear catwalks. At the same time a group of seven Dutch fashion 
designers45, working under the name ‘Le Cri Néerlandais’46, presented 
themselves in the Institute Néerlandais.  The international press attended the 
shows and the feedback was extremely positive. I-D magazine portrayed ‘Le 
Cri Néerlandais’ as the successors of the Antwerp six, and the ones to 
determine the future of fashion. 47  
What was so new about this fashion? Instead of quoting and 
deconstructing retro fashion styles, those designers started with the material 
itself; the fabrics, the construction, the stitching. In other words, they replace 
the post modern way of dealing with fashion, with a modernistic ideal. 
Through this they go further than the anecdotic and the thematic.48 The 
shapes were described as extremely sober, minimal and modest. The New 
York Times review states: 
 
The Dutch answer to Belgian deconstruction is something 
called “New Modernism”, a term that suits the clean lines 
of Orson & Bodil well. Best in the show was Saskia van 
Drimmelen, who showed white jackets and trousers folded 
in sharp creases. Collars were turned down stiffly, and 
there were no buttons. It was all just straight lines and the 
purest shapes. 49 
 
In retrospect, we see that the Dutch Modernists were aligned to a 
general movement towards a more conceptual and introspective fashion, as 
part of a reaction to the over-the-top designs of the eighties.  
Nevertheless, it is also seen as something peculiar to the Dutch 
national identity. Ever since the nineties the Dutch fashion identity has been 
the topic of many debates in the fashion magazines and other media. The 
central idea in this phenomenon is that Dutch fashion is unique, a distinctive 
fashion that is characteristic for the Dutch nation. The central themes in the 
debates around this idea are: if there is something like a distinctive Dutch 
fashion, how did it originate, and what are its characteristics? 
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9.  Conclusion 
In this paper I have elaborated on a distinctive Dutch fashion 
mentality, as reproduced and constructed throughout the Dutch fashion 
media. This mentality is characterised by a negative attitude towards 
ostentation, while endorsing the characteristics of soberness, functionality 
and rationality. We have also seen that the themes of Dutch heritage, a Dutch 
imaginary and a Dutch national identity have become more and more 
important in the rhetoric of the Dutch fashion magazines. 
When we look back to the point where we started this exploration of 
a Dutch fashion mentality – the book Four Centuries of Clothing in the 
Netherlands - it becomes clear why such a hair raising piece of fashion theory 
hit the shelves again in 2009. In the same period as this book was reissued 
two Dutch fashion magazines dedicated a special issue to Dutch fashion and 
its characteristics. Moreover, there was a major fashion exhibition on 
traditional Dutch costume as a source of inspiration for contemporary Dutch 
fashion design.50 The choice of the publishers to reissue a book that has 
become seriously outdated by the recent developments in the fashion theory 
field is therefore not as odd as it might appear at first sight. Indeed, it attests 
to the fact that Dutch fashion is a hot topic - in the Netherlands at least. 
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tentoonstelling van start gaat, aanschouw je teer kant, gloedvol fluweel en 
flonkerend brokaat. En dat zijn nu precies de materialen waarvan de nieuwe 
mode gemaakt is. Een luisterrijke reportage in een Rembrandtesk clair-
obscur. 
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 ‘Le Cri Néerlandais’ is a wordplay that refers to the nineteenth century 
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forms the grand finale to the Jubilee manifestation celebrating the 60th 
anniversary of the Zuiderzee Museum in Enkhuizen, with the work of forty 
fashion designers, accessories designers and photographers. 
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